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Abstract 
    In spite of approved vital role of assessment in the process of learning and teaching, much effort is not being made to prepare appropriate 
assessment materials and practices. This lack could be due to unclear purpose of assessment and lack of knowledge of assessment methods by 
instructors, especially for oral skills.  Clearer understanding of instructors’ oral assessment practices will remove dark alleys and blind bends 
(Broadfoot, 2005). So study aims to investigate Iranian instructors’ oral skill assessment at tertiary level. To this end 49 instructors teaching 
English as a foreign language were selected purposively to answer the questionnaire .The findings will provide direction for current teacher 
education and policy making in EFL training and teacher certification programs. 
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1. Introduction  
1.1. The importance of assessment in the process of learning and teaching 
  Assessment is an integral part of learning and teaching both in educational and non-educational settings. In non – 
educational settings, assessment starts before birth, from the beginning, when the infant is in the mother’s womb. 
Doctors, who always check infant’s progression and health both physically and mentally, are actually doing 
assessment. A  Mom who tries to teach her child how to speak through producing, repeating and practicing , use 
assessment at the end of each level of instruction to see if her child has acquired the intended purpose.  
     When it comes to educational settings, the same process of learning and assessment takes place but 
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systematically and formally. And the learners themselves are aware of assessment process. It is in this level of 
learning that assessment takes different forms due to different purposes and uses for which learning and teaching has 
been occurred and different decisions about students (Selection, placement, diagnosis, progress and grading), 
teachers (hiring, language proficiency, competencies) and programs are made (Bachman, 1990). So assessment is 
done as far as learning (teaching fruit) happens. 
 
     The importance of assessment and reasons behind it, are stated by different authorities and researchers 
(Anderson, 1998; Bachman, 1990). For example, Brinke et al. (2007) state that “Assessments are at the core of the 
educational process because they have a direct impact on the learning processes of student (p.2721)”. Culling ford 
(1997) also emphasized the impact of assessment on the future of learning. That is why teachers devote a large part 
of their time to creating instrument and observation procedures, marking, recording and synthesizing results in 
formal and informal reports (Cheng et al, 2004). 
 
 1.2 .The role of instructor as assessor  
   According to Tucker and Stronge (2005) highly effective teachers have strong and direct impact on students’ life 
and learning. They also indicated that effective teacher not only make students feel good about school and learning, 
but also their work results in increased learning. In contrast teachers inappropriate practices affects negatively on the 
quality of student’s learning and motivation (Broadfoot, 2005).  
 
       Due to teachers dominant role U.S Department of Education asked the National Research Council (NRC) to 
study the increased interest for testing teachers and licensurering them, which is aimed to protect public from harm 
by setting minimal qualifications for beginning practitioners(board on testing and assessment national academy 
Press 2000). Test of teachers and licensurering them avoids being in dark alleys and blind bends, mentioned by 
Broadfoot. Dark alleys and blind bends are those in which poorly understood assessment technologies have been 
used thoughtlessly or with lack of sufficient preparation and knowledge which have resulted in assessment practices 
that are dangerous and damaging to learners. 
 
     Considering large number of students who find learning EFL necessary, dominance of assessment in the teaching 
and learning process, and the need for systematic knowledge about assessment practices, the aim of this study is 
comprehensive investigation of the oral assessment knowledge and practices used by Iranian EFL instructors at the 
tertiary level. 
    In developing the study, these questions are the main concerns: 
1. What assessment purposes do EFL instructors report using in their student’s oral assessment in tertiary level?   
2. What assessment methods do EFL instructors report using in their student’s oral assessment in tertiary level?  
3. What assessment procedures do EFL instructors report using in their student’s oral assessment in tertiary level? 
 
2. Statement of problem 
   Despite the dominant role of assessment in the process of learning and teaching and broad use of assessment for 
years, very little is known about oral assessment practices used by EFL instructors at tertiary level. So much effort is 
not being made to prepare appropriate assessment practices since the change toward communicative competence 
ability and this lack could be due to different reasons. One reason might be unclear purpose of assessment. 
Approximately all students see assessment as a must to pass a course or as a selection factor. And instructors use 
assessment to grade students and other purposes which facilitate learning are neglected. 
 
   The next can be inability of raters to measure learner oral ability. Their mark is not the real indicative of their 
abilities. Especially for oral skills which need appropriate procedures and methods to show leaner ability.  This 
inability can be originated from lack of knowledge regarding assessment methods and procedures. This study 
focuses on these two problems. So it investigates purposes, methods and procedures that are followed by Iranian 
instructors for measuring four skills?    
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3. Review of related literature  
    Being in the educational setting requires instructors to spend much of their time preparing for assessment; 
assessment becomes a large part of their daily life in order to gather information about students. So it is necessary 
for instructors to know the methods of gathering educational information as well as the kinds of information that 
those methods provide (Ysseldyke & AlGozzine, 2006). 
 
   Yss eldyke and AlGozzine (2006) have suggested four processes for gathering such information: test, observation, 
interview, portfolio assessment. Distinction is made between assessment and test. According to Cullingford (1997), 
assessment is estimation of students’ achievement. He further defines achievements as gaining mastery of certain 
skills, knowledge or understanding in any piece of work. Coombe et al. (2007) state: “A test is formal, systematic 
(usually paper- and – pencil) procedure used to gather information about students’ behavior (p. XV)”. Along with 
the definition and distinction made between test and assessment, the importance of assessment as the follow up of 
teaching and learning has been investigated. For instance, Jafarpur (1991) points out that adjustment of testing 
procedure would be applicable if we want to increase the responsibility of learner in EFL study programs. Coombe 
et al. (2007) define assessment as the integral part of each curriculum not something as an afterthought to teaching. 
So assessment planning should be decided before instruction. 
 
   Anderson(2008) asserts that assessing and grading students are important parts of teacher job so teachers should 
spend much time for assessment preparation .Also they should be interested in improving their knowledge regarding 
assessment theories and methods. In a way that lack of knowledge in assessment considers as harm for students 
learning and motivation.  
 
   Cumming (2001) studied the differences between writing assessment practices for specific and general purposes. 
He states that  
         Conceptualizing ESL/ EFL writing for general purposes, either for academic Studies or settlement in English  
         dominant country, was associated with varied methods broad- based criteria for assessing achievement 
         focused individual learners’  development, but realized in differing ways by different instructors. 
 
   Finch (2002), examined current theory and practice regarding the assessment of foreign language oral assessment.  
He stated that the current grading of students in National universities according to prescribed bell- curve is 
inappropriate for language assessment. He suggested the norm- referenced assessment to be replaced by criteria – 
referenced assessment. 
 
    Cheng et al (2004) have compared instructors’ classroom assessment practices in three tertiary contexts. The 
findings indicate the complexity of assessment role in different teaching and learning settings. 
 
4. Methodology 
    A group of 49 male (27)  and female (22) undergraduate instructors teaching oral skills, from Tehran, Semnan 
were selected through purposive sampling to answer the questionnaire written in English. Their average age and 
educational degree was between 31 to 36 and PhD accordingly. About 74% of participants had passed a course in 
which assessment and evaluation were topics. The questionnaire was piloted among a small number of instructors 
and its validity was acquired through SPSS. Approximately 20 minutes was required to complete the five part 
survey questionnaire. Descriptive and comparative design was adopted in this study. 
 
5. Analysis  
Purposes of oral assessment were categorized to: 
a. Student centered assessment purposes 
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x To obtain information on my students’ progress 
x To provide feedback to my students as they progress through the course 
x Diagnose strength and weaknesses in my students 
x Determine final grades for my students and  
x Motivate my students to learn   
b. Instruction centered assessment purposes  
x To group my students for instruction purposes in my class 
x To plan my instruction  
c. Administration centered assessment purposes 
x To formally document growth in learning  
x To provide information to the central administration  
Instructors were supposed to select their desired option on the five point likert scale from never, seldom, sometimes, 
often and always. Table 1 shows the frequency of answers. 
 
    Table1. frequencies   
            1              2              3            4           5   
   
          16               7               9          14           3   
          0                 0               6          29          14 
          0                 3               6           23         17  
          0                 4              24          14          7     
          0                 0               6           25         18 
          0                 2              13          14         17    
          0                 0               4           27         16    
          8                16              8           13          4 
          0                 0                8          29          9 
          7                2                6          23         11 
          2                0              14          18         13 
          8                 5              10          11        13 
          22              13               6           6          0 
                                                                  
  
According to the findings of the study, instructors always assess oral skills to  
x To provide feedback to their students  
x to plan their instruction  
x to motivate their students to learn  
x to make their students work harder  
They never assess their students to: 
x provide information to funding agency 
x To group their students for instruction purposes in classes. 
x To prepare their students for standardized test 
Mean, mode, median is provided too. 
     Table2. mean, mode, median  
 Mean                      mode                median   
2.612245                1                   3   
4.163265                4                   4   
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4.102041                4                   4 
3.489796                3                   3 
4.244898                4                   4 
4.061224                5                   4 
3.979592                4                   4 
2.571429                2                   2 
4.081633                4                   4 
3.285714                4                   4 
3.897959                4                   4 
3.204082                5                   4 
1.836735               1                     2           
  
 
6. Methods of assessment  
    In this section EFL instructors classroom assessment methods of listening / speaking are reported. The following 
three categories below are used to categorize the findings in each skill: 
x instructor-made assessment methods; 
x student-conducted assessment methods; 
x Standardized testing in speaking and listening. 
     According to the frequencies, mean, mode obtained from questionnaire data, the most practical oral assessment 
methods reported by instructors are presentation, oral discussion with each student and public speaking. 
     Table3. mean, mode, median  
 Mean                      mode                median   
2.843137                 3                  3   
4.039216                 4                  4   
4.196078                 4                  4 
4.244898                 5                  5 
3.647059                 4                  4 
3.019608                 4                  3 
2.843137                 2                  3 
3.346939                 4                  3.5 
2.862745                 3                  3 
3.117647                 3                  3 
3.333333                 3                  3 
3.862745                 4                  4 
2.411765                 2                  2 
2.627451                 1                  2 
2.509804                 1                  3 
2.666667                 3                  3 
  
  Three most primary source of test items reported by instructors are items developed by instructors themselves, 
items from published textbooks, and items prepared together with other teachers accordingly. After test 
administration, feedback is at most provided through verbal feedback, written comments and letter grade. Final 
report is almost provided through test scores. Also the findings indicate that instructors spend approximately 20% 
out of 100 % of the total instruction time to collecting and reporting assessment results and 30% of total instruction 
time is dedicated to scoring the responses. 
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7. Conclusion  
    Assessment plays an important role in each process of learning and teaching. Despite its dominant role much 
effort is not being made to prepare assessment material( procedure of assessment) Instructors spend 20% percent of 
their total instruction time on collecting the assessment information and reporting assessment results , also 30% out 
of 100% of  instruction time is dedicated to recording the responses. Assessment feedback is given through verbal 
and letter grade. 
    According to the categories of oral assessment purposes, student cantered assessment purposes is the most 
common purposes reported by instructors. And the most common reported methods of oral assessment by instructors 
are presentation, oral discussion with each student and public speaking which are student conducted.  
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